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The relations between nation-states encompass interactions between state-based 

actors across state boundaries. This situation raises a few questions: What are the 

factors that have characterized the relations between Malaysia and the U.S. as a 

combination of critism and cooperation? What are the impacts of these relations on 

Malaysia? How best can understanding of the influencing factors be used to improve 

future relations? This paper will provide a critical study on the Malaysia-U.S. relations to 

determine factors influencing the relationships between the two states and their impact 

on Malaysia in post September 11 era for better relations in the future. The central 

argument of this is that the historical sources, internal and external sources as well as 

the idiosyncrasies of the leaders are factors that influence and impact the relations 

between the two states. These factors can be used to devise policies to better the 

relationship between the two states. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 



 

 
 

Malaysia –U.S. Relations: Influencing Factors and its Impact on Malaysia   

The relations between nation-states encompass interactions between state-

based actors across state boundaries.1 These relations hinge on many factors and 

impact many areas. For example, the momentous changes in Eastern Europe since 

1989 at the end of the Cold War and the incident of September 11 have transformed the 

international relations, politics and security relation of states.2 Similarly, due to these 

events, the relations of Malaysia-United States of America (U.S.) have also encountered 

changes whereby Malaysia’s relations with the U.S. have been inconsistent and defined 

as “combination of criticism and cooperation” events. This situation raises a few 

questions: What are the factors that have caused these “inconsistencies” in relations 

between the Malaysia and the U.S.? What are the impacts of these relations on 

Malaysia? How best can the understanding of the influencing factors be used to 

improve future relations? 

This paper will provide a critical study on the Malaysia-U.S. relationship to 

determine the factors influencing the relationships of the two states and its impact on 

Malaysia in post September 11 era for better relations in the future. The central 

argument of this paper is that the historical sources, internal and external sources as 

well as the idiosyncrasies of the leaders are factors that influence and impact on the 

relationship between the two states. Also, these factors determine the well being of the 

relationship between the two states. 

The conceptual approach of this paper uses James N. Rosenau (1971) 

pioneering works and invaluable theoretical construct as a tool for identification and 

analysis of major variables of foreign policy adaptation by Malaysia and the U.S. vis-à-

vis security policy.3 This paper looks into Rosenau’s five sets of variable: idiosyncratic 
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namely the behavior traits unique to each decision-maker, role or behavior generated by 

the decision-making role, governmental or structural restraints to policy choices, societal 

and systematic or environmental influences on state behavior. Based on these variables 

and work by J. Saravanamuttu (1983), this paper dwells on four sets of sources to 

identify Malaysia-U.S. security relations in the pre and post September 11 period.4 First, 

the paper will highlight the background of relations between Malaysia-U.S.. This will be 

followed by discussion of the historical perspective and internal sources influencing the 

security policies of both the countries pre and post September 11. Next, the paper will 

examine the external and idiosyncratic sources of Malaysian and U.S. interaction. 

Finally, after examining the impact of September 11, the paper will end by attempting to 

provide some thoughts on whether the historical sources, internal and external factors 

as well as idiosyncrasies of the leaders in both the states has or could influence the 

relations between the two states and their future relations. 

Background of Malaysia-United States Relations 

The Malaysia-U.S. relationship has been marked by political divergence, 

although pragmatic economic relationships and bilateral informal security relationships 

prevail. This divergence of viewpoints was exacerbated by idiosyncrasies of political 

leaders of both countries.  Although the idiosyncrasies of both states’ leaders caused 

the ups and downs in their relationship, the common security threat after the September 

11 incident has now forced them to trade some of their cultural egocentric interests for 

the sake of their states’ national interest. September 11 left Malaysia and U.S. with a 

common enemy.  

The U.S. continues to be an important actor in the region. Being a dominant 

superpower, it affects the security environment in the Southeast Asia region through the 
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implementation of its foreign and security policies.  Undeniably, these policies have an 

impact on Malaysia and its relationship with the U.S. However, the U.S. cannot take for 

granted its regional leadership role and must expect to operate in a more multilateral 

framework involving other assertive actors.5 Malaysia being a member of the 

Organization of Islamic Countries (OIC) is seen as having an assertive role to play in 

the leadership and influencing role among the Muslim countries. With the main threat of 

terrorism stemming from the Al-Qaeda organization who claims themselves as an 

Islamic organization, there is a need for close security relations between the U.S. and 

Malaysia in order to combat the threat of terrorism. Therefore, it is pertinent for this 

paper to identify the factors affecting Malaysia and the U.S. relationship in post 

September 11 era in order for the two countries to forge cordial and productive relations 

in the future.  

Historical Sources 

The first factor that influences the Malaysia-U.S relationship is historical sources. 

The historical approach dwells on chronological readings of policies from one leader to 

another. In this process the history, cultures, geography, race endowment and other 

“background” factors influencing the Malaysia-U.S. relationship form the historical 

sources to allow us to draw inferences about their impact on future relations.  

The historical sources on Malaysia reflect that the history of Malaysia is an 

offshoot of the history of the wider Malay world.6 Consequently, there is a strong 

interlink between Malaysia’s multi-racial and multicultural make-up and its history.7  Its 

complex cultural diversity can be largely attributed to the country’s long and on-going 

interaction with outside world and colonial rule by the Portuguese, Dutch and the British. 

Consequently, the evolution that made the country into a cultural “melting pot”8 is 
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evident in the unique blend of religions, socio-cultural activities, languages and food. 

Also, Malaysia’s geographical position places it in a natural meeting place of trade 

routes and cultures that has brought the area great wealth, but has also made it difficult 

for Malaysia to resist foreign influence and domination. The shipping route has made 

Malaysia an important Sea Line of Communication (SLOC) in Southeast Asia.  

On the other hand, the historical sources on U.S. indicate that from the 

declaration of Independence in 1776 until just before the Civil War in the 1880s, the 

U.S. was a country of Anglo Saxon stock and Protestant religion.9 The population was 

of overwhelmingly British origin. By the end of this period, due to famine and political 

upheaval, an increasing numbers of Irish and Germans entered America.10 Just before 

the Civil War was a period of massive immigration that reached its peak in the period 

1890 to 1914. Most of these immigrants were Irish, Italian, Slav and Jewish whose 

religions were Catholic, Greek Orthodox and Jewish. Over a few decades, the U.S. was 

transformed from an Anglo-America Protestant society into a multi-denominational 

Euro-America society. A policy of assimilation was applied because of the belief in the 

creed and institutions of liberal democracy; this is how the U.S. became known as the 

great melting pot, evoking the symbolism of the Statue of Liberty.11 The next great 

adaptations took place during the 1960’s. An extension of genuine political rights 

(access to the political creed) took place to include the U.S. black population. 

Immigration was opened up to include people of all races and ethnic composition 

namely Hispanic, Asians, Africans, people from the Caribbean and Arabs. As a result, 

the accepted metaphor the American society has become “not a melting pot but a 

beautiful mosaic”.12 The old melting pot ideal was now increasingly condemned by some 
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as authoritarian and conformist. The theory and practice of multi-culturalism began to 

prevail. Instead of assimilation, diversity and variety represented the ideal.13 

Consequently, these changes have an effect of the U.S.’s relationships with other 

states. 

At the end of World War 2, the Japanese surrendered in August 1945 and the 

British forces returned to Malaya (in 1963 Malaya was known as Malaysia after Sabah 

and Sarawak joined the federation). After the independence of Malaya in 1957, Britain 

promised to provide mutual aid in the event of an armed attack on either Malayan or 

British possessions in the Far East by introducing the Anglo-Malayan Defense 

Agreement (AMDA). It was through AMDA then that Malaya came under the indirect 

protection of the U.S. led Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) with reference 

to the British membership. After that, Malaya had a more direct political relationship with 

the U.S., however, in the sector of defense-security cooperation the United Kingdom 

continued to chart the course with the U.S.. The former assumed responsibility with its 

Commonwealth partners in the Far East namely Australia and New Zealand under the 

triangular arrangement of ANZUS-ANZUK-AMDA and also through the continued 

operation of the SEATO pact.14  

The U.S. had wanted Malaya to join SEATO but unfortunately, at that time, the 

United Malay National Organization (UMNO) of the ruling Alliance Party then did not 

accept AMDA.15 However, with the security relationship progressing, the Malaya-U.S. 

trade relations began to improve with the signing of an investment guarantee agreement 

on 21 April 1959 between both states under the United States Mutual Security Act of 

1954. The legislature established a Mutual Security Programme (MSP) with provisions 
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for the extension of military, economic and technical assistance to other countries.16 

Malaya’s trade and economic relations with U.S. during this period must also be viewed 

against the backdrop of the Cold War struggle. The “containment policy” theme by the 

U.S. indicates that the U.S. foreign relation with Malaysia was founded on the basis of 

the U.S.-Soviet rivalry and ideological differences. Discussions on the Malaysia-U.S. 

relationship during this period had always taken into account the geopolitics and 

strategic considerations for security as well as protection from the communism threat.  

Internal Sources 

The second factor that influences the Malaysia-U.S. relationship is internal 

sources. The internal sources refer to the domestic influences of actors and factors 

operating within Malaysia and the U.S. national boundaries. These domestic influences 

revolved around the societal, political, economic and governmental bureaucratic 

processes within both the states.  

A brief survey of the Malaysia-U.S. internal sources in the past points out that 

bilateral security cooperation between both countries was very close due to the 

common perception of security threat both faced in pre and post September 11. It could 

be contended that the containment of communism dominated the American’s relations 

with Malaya during the Cold War period.17 The increasing interest of U.S. in the state of 

Malaya was due to three major issues. First, it could be related to the Malayan 

Emergency.18 This involved Washington’s preoccupation in the global fight against 

communism. Second, the nationalist movements which were in line with U.S. foreign 

policy of encouraging self-determination as a device to drive back the idea of 

communism. And thirdly, the U.S. required strategic raw materials for the Korean War 

found in the Malaya’s tin and rubber supplies.19 During this period, the Malaysia-U.S. 
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relationship was mainly focused on defense through Anglo-American cooperation in the 

anti-communist alliance, SEATO, led by the U.S..  

The Malaya-U.S. political-military relations became more direct following the 

formation of Malaysia, especially after British’s decision to withdraw its forces from the 

east of Suez. Throughout the Cold War, instability in Indochina kept both countries 

focused on the potential threats generated there that would threaten the stability of the 

region. Subsequently, the post-Cold War period saw the U.S. continuing economic-

strategic interests in the Southeast Asian region and in particular, Malaysia. 

Concomitantly, it could be inferred that ASEAN countries acknowledged the importance 

of the U.S. military presence in the region to maintain regional stability. The Malaysia-

U.S. security relation could be seen in a regional context within ASEAN of which 

Malaysia could be construed as a leading member. 

External Sources 

The third factor that influences the Malaysia-U.S. relationship is external sources. 

The external sources, as advocated by James Rosenau and Saravanamuttu, emanate 

from the Malaysian and U.S. external environment. These are influences which are the 

result of factors operating outside the national boundaries of both states.  

The changes and shifts in foreign policy cannot be solely a function of domestic 

concerns and very often the change comes from the external environment of the state.20 

For example, during the era of Prime Minister Tun Abdul Razak, Malaysia shifted to a 

more relaxed or co-operative orientation in its relations with the communist countries. 

This could have been due to the reduction of Western presence generally in Southeast 

Asia. Tun Abdul Razak’s policy then was also a result of the British policy of withdrawal 

east of Suez and the Nixon Doctrine of disengagement from Southeast Asia.21  
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In substantive terms, Malaysia’s foreign policy shifted from a pronounced pro-Western, 

anti-communist orientation to a more neutralist position, bolstered by such foreign policy 

strategies as the promotion of a “Zone of Peace Freedom and Neutrality” in Southeast 

Asia.22 A further step toward neutralism came with the establishment of diplomatic 

relations with the People’s Republic of China, a country that was until then considered 

Malaysia’s number one external enemy.23 

Regionally, in Southeast Asia, potential flash points from Spratly issues, 

overlapping claims, secessionist movements, territorial and border disputes are still a 

cause for concern. There are also other threats that could damage the security of 

Malaysia such as economic threats. War against neighbors though unlikely, should not 

be ruled out. In this aspect, ASEAN 10 and ASEAN + 3 have altered the strategic 

outlook of the region. The challenge is for its member states to give the highest priority 

in ensuring the integration and solidarity of the ASEAN framework. That being said, the 

September 11 incident has changed the U.S. stance on many issues especially its 

relations with states that supported as well as those that are against the Al-Qaeda 

group/organization. It was a turning point in world politics whereby the U.S. response to 

September 11 has resulted in a new assertiveness in U.S. foreign policy. These 

changes were clearly reflected in the article “The war on terrorism and the Alternatives: 

Turkish Journal of International Relations Vol. 4, No.1&2 Spring &Summer 2005 140” 

that said struggle against the proliferation of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons 

of mass destruction have become the central elements of the U.S. foreign policy.24 

Similarly, operations and involvements in the Middle East, from military to humanitarian, 

were colored with the slogan of bringing democracy to the region and “has emerged as 
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a central component of U.S. thinking in the reassessment of its security perceptions in 

the post 9/11 environment and looks to be a central factor for some time to come”.25  

Idiosyncratic Sources 

The fourth factor that influences the Malaysia-U.S. is the idiosyncratic sources. 

Idiosyncratic sources refer to influences of individual or personality traits of policy 

makers; both in Malaysia and the U.S. during pre and post September 11 periods.  

Viewing the past, the idiosyncrasy of Prime Minister Mahathir had created some 

‘tension’ between Malaysia and the U.S.. Mahathir seemed to imply a Malaysian 

posture that placed western countries secondary to East Asian countries especially 

Japan and South Korea. The U.S. was against the vociferous character of Mahathir who 

stood firm in championing the grievances of the Third World countries under the Non 

Alignment Movement (NAM).26 Similarly, the U.S. was also uncomfortable with 

Mahathir’s voice for the Muslim countries. Exacerbating the situation, the walking out 

from an official function by the Vice President of the U.S., Al Gore during his visit to 

Malaysia further indicates the strained relations between the two countries during that 

particular period of time.  

The former Vice President of U.S. was on an official visit to Kuala Lumpur way 

back in 1998 during the internal strife between Prime Minister Mahathir and the Deputy 

Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim. Apparently, he was not in favor of how things were going 

on as to the investigations and charges faced by the Deputy Premier. Vice President 

Gore’s behavior was against all norms of the Malaysian and Asian culture and values 

which limit openly voicing ones’ opinions about state matters, more so when it effects 

the ruling Government and its political parties. The ASEAN nation states had made a 
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stand very clearly that no internal matters of member states shall be deliberated and no 

interference shall be made between its’ members. 

The Malaysian leadership took deep personal offense from what the former Vice 

President had to say, even though it was his personal beliefs at that point in time. This 

eventually caused long term strain in diplomatic relations between Malaysia and U.S.. 

The Asian culture of keeping ones’ personal opinion to one-self was badly soured so to 

speak, and it took some years for that incident to be forgotten and mending of cordial 

relationship between the two nations. By walking out in an official function, after giving 

his “two cents worth of very frank thoughts” Mr. Gore brought shame to the ruling party, 

as though the nation was a rogue state and unlawful country. It had tremendous 

implications worldwide when his statement was viewed worldwide the very same day, 

and put the Prime Minister in a defensive mode. 

 Despite Mahathir’s frequently anti-western and anti-Semitic rhetoric, he worked 

closely with Western countries and led a crackdown against Islamic fundamentalists 

after the September 11 attacks. The change of leadership to Abdullah Ahmad Badawi 

saw improving relations between Malaysia and the U.S.. Having previously served as 

the Minister of Foreign Affairs, he was tactful in handling issues especially in foreign 

relations.27 Similarly, current Prime Minister Najib continues to establish thawing 

relations with the U.S. as evidenced by his invitation by President Obama to the Nuclear 

Security Summit on 1st April 2012.28  

On the other hand, it could be seen that the idiosyncrasy of the Presidents and 

leaders in the U.S. had left behind numerous doctrines that had impacted its foreign 

policies and relations with other countries. For example, there were Wilsonism, 
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economism, realism, humanitarism and minimalism, to name a few, being practiced at 

various times the Presidents and other U.S. leaders. To illustrate these: President 

Wilson coined Wilsonism in which the U.S. desired to see others adopt democracy, 

human rights and civil society; Thomas Jefferson, the author of the Declaration of 

Independence, was an idealist; Clinton preached on economism and a clear indication 

of militant  unilateralism was seen during George W. Bush’s administration. Currently, 

the foreign policy guiding principles of President Obama show the pursuit of national 

security policies that keep the American people safe while turning the page on a decade 

of war and restoring American leadership abroad.29  

The brief survey of the Malaysia-U.S. external and idiosyncratic sources above 

leads to the analysis that bilateral security cooperation between both countries was 

close due to the convergence of the perception of security threat. However, occasional 

strained Malaysia-U.S. relationship occurred because of divergence in economic and 

political interests. For example, the occasion of the non- import of palm oil by the U.S. 

from Malaysia had strained the economic relations of both the countries.   

(At one point in time, the London tin market released its stockpile in tandem with a 

rubber stockpile release, Malaysian traders suffered severe setbacks as prices plunged 

sharply, this was seen as an economic-espionage well planned by market players, 

rumored to be from Washington. It did not go down well with the Malaysian government 

causing strained relationships. There were also efforts by rich growers of corn and soya 

bean in the U.S. who began lobbying against palm cooking oils on the basis that they 

were unhealthy, these were not a welcome actions or Malaysian growers and 

producers) 
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Impact of Post September 11 on the U.S. and Malaysia 
Relationship and Recommendations 

Based on the factors analyzed and described above, it could be seen that the 

historical and internal factors expounded by James Rosenau and Saravanmuttu could 

effectively be used to examine the interactions between Malaysia and the U.S. in their 

relations both in pre and post September 11. The domestic and influences of internal 

factors such as the U.S. strong domestic influence in its political decisions has also 

shaped the past and present Malaysia-U.S. relations. Hence, it can be inferred that the 

external factors and idiosyncrasy of the leaders of both countries are indeed influencing 

factors in determining the relationship. The geopolitical factors of Malaysia’s strategic 

location within the spheres of interest and influence in the region could be considered 

external sources. The great power rivalries and competition, regional military conflicts 

and alliances saw the U.S. establishing cordial relations with many countries in this 

region. These clearly comply with James Rosenau and Saravanamuttu’s theoretical 

construct of factors that shape the U.S. and Malaysia foreign policy and affects their 

relationship.30  

There are many crucial lessons to be learned from this systematic examination of 

factors which affect the Malaysian-U.S. relationship. Described below are 

recommended processes, programs, exercises, interactions, and arrangements that 

might alleviate past misunderstandings, cultural biases, faulty mental frameworks, or 

inform unintentional ignorance to improve future relationships of the U.S. and Malaysia. 

Foremost, the conduct of Malaysia Foreign Policy has to a large extent been 

determined by forces other than Islam. Malaysia Foreign Policy and security has lineage 

and similarities to Western ideas due to "historical" factors as expounded by James N. 
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Rosenau the earlier Malaysian Constitution for instance was drawn from experience 

gained from the independence of Malaysia from the British. The government system is 

similar to that during the British Era. Even in the military, the military law was initially 

based on the Queen’s Regulations and had evolved into Malaysia's own Armed Forces 

Act of 1972. The first Prime Minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman was apparently compelled 

by pragmatic necessities not to subscribe to Islamic principles and objectives in foreign 

policies practice. Islam could hardly emerge as a dominant force in Malaysia Foreign 

Policy where foreign policy goals were determined by domestic context.  

Nevertheless, between 1981-1986, Dr Mahathir’s placement of OIC and “pan-

Islaminism” at the second-rung of Malaysia Foreign Policy priority-list indicated the 

commitment to the use of Islam as important policy tool to help protect, promote and 

secure Malaysia’s national interest within the international world of Islam. The primary 

objectives of Malaysia Islamic diplomacy were firstly, the pursuit of Malaysian core-

value objectives of socio-political, economy and religious stability internally that 

encompasses defusing of fundamentalist-extremist threats. Secondly, the pursuit of the 

“status-oriented” objective of image enhancement within the Islamic world through 

supporting Islamic causes within the region and internationally. Malaysia’s strategy and 

approach to secure these objectives were through the interrelated policy actions of 

multilateral instruments of the OIC and bilateral country-to-country basis with members 

of the Islamic ‘Ummah’ directed at Arab and non-Arab Muslim nations alike.  

The impact of September 11 has resulted in Malaysia trying to take concerted 

efforts and approaches in fighting terrorists and militants among the OIC members. 

Consequently, Malaysia has been at the forefront of prosecuting terrorists within the 
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region. This resulted in the capture of Philippine terrorists in Malaysia and the 

subsequent arrests of Al-Qaeda-linked terrorist cells in Malaysia and Singapore.  

Next is the impact on Malaysia’s political, economy and defense due to relations 

of Malaysia with the U.S. in the post September 11 era. Vice President Al Gore’s public 

support of the former Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim’s reformist movement in 

1998; the conviction and imprisonment of former Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim 

in 1999 for corruption; and the inflammatory rhetoric of Prime Minister Mahathir have all 

had a chilling effect on Malaysia-U.S. political dialogue at the highest levels as well as 

cooperation at the working level of both governments that impacted on the national 

interest of both the countries. The threats of terrorism paved the way to improve 

Malaysia-U.S. bilateral ties by focusing on regional issues as both share regional 

concerns that can be pursued in a cooperative way. Malaysia is a leading voice in 

ASEAN. It is also a strong example of the social and economic success possible in a 

multiracial society that has a moderate Islamic majority. As such, Malaysia must be 

supported and encouraged by the U.S. to play a more constructive role in the region. As 

the post September 11 era has galvanized Malaysia and the U.S. in having strong 

cooperation on transnational issues such as counter-terrorism, this cooperation should 

be expanded as a means of improving the bilateral relationship between the two 

countries. 

As far as the impact on economy is concerned, prior to September 11, Malaysia’s 

economic relationship with the U.S. was faced with ups and downs. This at the time was 

linked to Mahathir’s idiosyncratic anti-Western rhetoric. After September 11, based on 

the sharing of intelligence, the Thai Police were able to capture Riduan Isamuddin, a.k.a 
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Hambali who was planning an attack against the October 2003 APEC summit in 

Bangkok. The seriousness of Malaysia and the other countries in ASEAN in tackling the 

threat of terrorism and the extremist groups was acknowledged by the U.S.31  As a 

result, the security and economic relation has changed for the betterment for Malaysia 

and the U.S..  

Opening foreign markets remains an important U.S. objective.32 Likewise, in post 

September 11, Malaysia continues to move in the direction of market-oriented economic 

reform in order to attract capital and technology to grow its economy and support its 

Vision 2020.33 To achieve these objectives, Malaysia needs technical assistance, 

especially in the rapidly developing areas of the services economy. Many of these key 

services areas such as finance services and telecommunications are sectors where the 

U.S. is the world leader. This environment creates a win-win opportunity for both the 

U.S. and Malaysia that can be realized through better utilization of U.S. technical 

assistance. 

A Free Trade Agreement (FTA) between Malaysia and the U.S.34 will further 

strengthen trade relationship and lay foundation for increased business collaboration 

and mutually benefit both countries. Malaysia could use the FTA to address market 

access measures that could facilitate trade and investment as well as enhance 

economic cooperation in areas of mutual interest. It would also look at the regulatory 

barriers in doing business between the two countries. This Malaysia-U.S. FTA is 

expected to move forward in consonance with a better Malaysia-U.S. relationship in the 

post September 11 era.35 
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The trade and investment links between Malaysia and the U.S. are supported by 

business organizations that are active in both countries such as the U.S.-ASEAN 

Business Council and the U.S.- Malaysia Business Council based in Washington D.C., 

the American Malaysian Chamber of Commerce (AMCHAM) and the Malaysian 

American Electronic Cooperation (MAEI) based in Kuala Lumpur. Malaysia and the U.S. 

are also working closely in multilateral forums such as the World Trade Organization 

(WTO) and Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC). The above indicates that the 

post September 11 period has garnered better cooperation and trust between both the 

countries that generated better bilateral trade relation of the two countries. 

As for defense, Malaysian and U.S. forces have cooperated on a wide range of 

missions without much public acknowledgement.36 Malaysia forces regularly conduct 

joint training with U.S. counterparts. Similarly, the U.S. routinely enjoys access to 

Malaysian airfields and ports. An example is the call at Malaysia’s Port Klang by the 

U.S.S Ronald Reagan.37 This close cooperation is reflected particularly in more than 75 

U.S. military ship visits in the past two and a half years.38 Malaysia also provides one of 

the few bases outside the U.S. for U.S. military jungle-warfare training. The U.S. troops 

are now warmly welcomed in Malaysia to conduct training and vice versa under the 

U.S.-Malaysia Defence Program.39 Recently, the U.S. Defense Threat Reduction 

Agency and the Malaysia Joint Force Headquarters conducted a Consequence 

Management Assistance Program Workshop in Kuala Lumpur from 9 to 11 July 2012. 

The cooperation between the two countries started well before September 11 

attacks. The post September 11 period saw the relationship between Malaysia and U.S. 

galvanized as never before. Malaysia has condemned the attack very vocally and has 
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provided an elevated level of cooperation with the U.S. Since September 11, the U.S. is 

now given excellent access to Malaysian intelligence. Malaysian forces have been 

protecting ships in the Strait of Malacca and southern of South China Sea. Malaysia has 

also a considerable number of troops and military assets on its islands to thwart the 

threat of Abu Sayyaf terrorists in Southern Philippines. In addition, post September 11 

also saw Malaysia actively identifying assets of terrorists and collaborating with other 

ASEAN countries to freeze their assets. 

In the new strategic landscape of the world post September 11, Malaysia could 

offer the world and the U.S. a few pertinent positions. First, Malaysia is resolute and 

steadfast in fighting all forms of terrorism in Malaysia and is committed to supporting the 

global war against terrorism. Second, Malaysia is a model of an Islamic nation that is 

moderate, progressive and tolerant; constant with modernity; and more importantly, a 

model that has succeeded in a multiracial, religious and cultural setting. Third, Malaysia 

is playing a key role in Southeast Asia to promote peace and stability as exemplified by 

Malaysia’s role in supporting the peace process in the southern Philippines 

(International Monitoring Team) and ensuring the territorial integrity of Indonesia. 

Fourth, Malaysia’s Prime Minister Najib as a statesman and Muslim leader lends a 

credible voice of reason, moderation, pragmatism and progress to eliminate terror and 

to achieve a more prosperous and peaceful world. 

The seriousness of the impact of September 11 to the security and defense of 

Malaysia could also be seen in the setting up of the Southeast Asia Regional Center for 

Counterterrorism (SEARCCT). It reflects Malaysia’s role in the region to reduce 

terrorism and conflicts. For this commitment, the U.S. has renewed its defense pact with 
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Malaysia where in May 2005, the U.S. Deputy of State Robert Zoellick witnessed the 

renewal of the Acquisition and Cross-Servicing Agreement (ACSA), a ten-year military 

logistic cooperation pact.40 The thawing relations also saw the U.S. Secretary of State’s 

visit to Malaysia in November 2010. All in all, it is recommended that the positive 

measures undertaken by both the U.S. and Malaysia in the post September 11 era must 

continue to ensure cordial relations between the two states.  

Conclusion 

Malaysia’s relationship with the U.S. in the pre September 11 era had been 

clouded by verbal battles between the two countries. Malaysia fought against the U.S. 

attempts to impose rights and values on Asia and the Third World in general. These 

feelings have affected Malaysia’s view of the U.S. security role in the region. 

Nevertheless, Malaysia supported the conventional wisdom that the presence of U.S. in 

Southeast Asia was necessary for security in the post Cold War world. There were an 

increasing number of U.S. warships visiting Malaysian ports. This could be postulated to 

be due to the increasing interest of the U.S. in playing a bigger security role in this 

region as well as increasing interest by American firms in Malaysia’s economic 

opportunities. 

The U.S. Foreign Policy has changed in significant ways throughout its history. 

The emergence of the U.S. as a world power and its successful interventions in both the 

World Wars coupled with the pressing demands of the Cold War had forced the U.S. to 

abandon its isolationist tradition and to assert itself globally. The end of the Cold war 

followed by the September 11 incident has caused another shift. Each of these periods 

was initiated by external events (sources), these shifts were also affected by parallel 

changes in the domestic environment (internal sources). The greater impact of internal 
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sources is both a cause and a result, of the shift in the foreign policy decision-making 

process and its relations with other states. The U.S. foreign policy has increasingly 

shown the incredible pluralism inherent in the U.S. society. It exemplifies the constantly 

evolving amalgamation of political alliances, interest groups and government institutions 

that make up the U.S. society.  

The September 11 attacks have impacted not only on U.S. but also other 

countries in the world such as the Muslim countries. It has disrupted economic activity 

around the world. In the aftermath of the September 11 terrorist attacks, there is a need 

for a clear and coherent U.S. foreign policy to govern its relations with other states. The 

source and intention of the attacks were linked with Islamic extremism. Thus, a 

worldwide coalition of states and international organizations were created to counter the 

challenge to this threat. This cooperation resulted in close links between international 

security and the U.S. foreign policy that affect its relations with other states; those for 

the U.S. as well as those against the U.S..  

The September 11 attacks reveal the interdependent nature of policy-making 

environment. It has tested and strained U.S. bilateral relationships with other states. 

Consensus has to be attained on foreign policy that would serve to unify the various 

approaches practiced by the U.S. such as isolationism, internationalism, realism, 

idealism, unilaterism and multilateralism. This would provide future leaders of the U.S. 

ways to adapt to the ever-changing fluid environment. More importantly, it should 

enable them to incorporate the diversity of goals and opinions that emerge in the 

decision-making process. Additionally, it is advocated that a multilateral cooperation 

approach through the UN and military pact are viable options to be implemented.  
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The September 11 attacks have also impacted Malaysia in many aspects. The 

political and economic relations with U.S. have improved. The defense and security 

cooperation by both countries have also improved due to the need to fight the common 

enemy (terrorism). This common focus helped in fostering better understanding of the 

need for bilateral and multilateral arrangements between the U.S. with Malaysia and the 

other countries in the region. 

Amongst the most promising methods for the U.S. and Malaysia to clarify and 

stabilizes their relations is for the U.S. to take cognizance of her own superpower status 

and huge economy/market and at the same time take advantage of the strategic 

location of Malaysia in Southeast Asia. The resources, sharing of expertise and 

collaboration would intensify economic activity and expand trade and investment 

opportunities. These opportunities could be garnered from a safe and secure 

environment through defense and security arrangements by both countries. At the same 

time Malaysia could leverage the network connectivity of both countries to establish 

mutual military support as well as to enable new and emerging markets. There is still an 

array of services which both countries could collaborate and trade in. These areas are 

information and communications technology and ICT-related services, out-sourcing, 

education and health. The U.S. economy also offers opportunities for Malaysian and 

U.S. companies to explore collaborative initiatives in many areas. That being said, the 

Malaysia-U.S. relations will continue to improve with both countries viewing terrorist acts 

from extremist groups as a threat to their national interests in the post September 11 

era.   
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Other promising methods for U.S. and Malaysia to stabilize their relations is by 

looking at cooperation between both the countries in terms of political, economic and 

defense relations. The status of Malaysia-U.S. relations could be attributed mainly to the 

influence of the idiosyncrasy of its leaders as well as from the eco-historical, internal 

and external sources as expounded by James Rosenau and Saravanamuttu. These 

factors form the basis of analysis for policies formulation involving foreign policy, 

security policies, international political economy and others that could enhance 

Malaysia-U.S. relations in the future. All in all, a better understanding of the historical, 

internal sources, external sources and idiosyncrasies factors can be used to devise 

policies to better the relationship between the two states.  
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